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A Genius for Future War 

As the United States Mtlltaty approaches the 21ti Century we have every reason 

to be proud and confident of our positron in the world. We have had a tremendously 

s,ccessful ce~ury, twice saving the world for democracy, and generally translabng our 

nation’s policies into reality, whether In war, peace or In between. That IS not to say we 

have always been victorious, but when we have not we have certainly learned from our 

mistakes and are a better force for It And, we have every reason to believe we will still 

be able to carry out our nation’s directives In the coming years. Still, nothing ever 

remains the same and the 21* Century will be no different In that respect. In fact, the 

impact of three emerging factors of change may be so great as to alter the very nature 

of war and how nations employ their armed forces. Those three factors are, the 

expansion of battlespace, the impact of Information, and chaos and complexity In light 

of the ohanglng nature of war, we must continue to improve our Armed Forces to 

remain the finest military In the world and to continue to be the most effective possible 

Instrument of national strategy. llms Improvement must encompass all facets of things 

mrlltary, ’ Including, organlzatlons, operabonal concepts, technologies, readiness and 

training, our servicemen, and leadership. 

Of <he facets listed above, the most Important IS leadership. The best equipment, 

concerts, and servicemen can never realize their potential without the finest possible 

eadershlp, what Clausewltz called “a genius for war ” In hrs theoretical work, Cn War, 

CIausewRz developed the nature of war, deriving from that nature the need for genius 

17 war and the attributes of that genius As we enter the 21ti Century, we need a 

‘GenlLs for =uture War ” While Clausewltz’ attributes of genius In war (Courage, 

Strength, and Coup D’oeil) remain valid; to build genius for future war we must develop 

leacers who can excel as the nature of war adapts to the three cntlcal change factors 

centlfied above. This paper reviews Clausewltz attributes of genius in war in the 

context of the nature of war. We then examine how the nature of war, and thus the 

attributes of genius, will change In the early 21St Centurv. Finally, we will suggest how 

the United States Armed Forces can develop “A Genius for Future War.” 

1 National Defense Universrty Library 
300 5th Ave. Ft. McNair 
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-ddS z’Mz’ Genius for War 7-7,. 

Cltusew~tz mliltary world was, from our viewpoInt, a relatively simple one of one 

dlmenslonal, Ilrezr combat fought either on land or sea While he clearly understood 

the natbre of the full spectrum of conflict from guerrilla operations to total war, hrs 

focus was on malor armies fighting national wars. Still most of his description of the 
I 

nature of war remains valid today. He described that nature to be of two realms; 

physlca/ and moral ’ Any successful approach to the use of armed forces must of course 
1 I 

addresq both realms. The physical realm was that of units, mllrtary maneuver and 

combat; one of physical exertion, privation, and fear of death. This realm was where 
I 

the scle’nce of war was practiced, dealing with those aspects of war that could generally 

be known and quantified. Additionally, the physical realm was dominated by fnctlon; 

which he describes as “countless 

minor Incidents - the kind you can 
Clausewitz’ Yature of War 

never really foresee - combining to Physml- Moral 

lower tne general level of Known - Unknown 

perforflance, so that one always 
Science W Art 

Danger Ukcertaint) 

falls short of the intended goaVf2 Exertion Chance 
Friction Fog 

3 :hq other hand, the moral 

realm elf war was one of uncertainty, chance and fog. As Clausewltz states, m War IS the 

-calm oz urce-talnty; three quarters of the factors on which action in war IS basec are 

wrappeti in a fog of greater or lesser uncertainty “3 Thus, the moral realm was far less 

determinate, ruled by chance and the unknown It was rn the moral realm that the art 

of war pas practiced, enabling the genius to accomplrsh far more than mere strength of 
1 

armies hould suggest 

’ In the ongmal German language On War was wntten moral means psychologlcal wee a morahry-based 
connotanon In tis paper moral ~111 be used m Clausewltz meanmg unless othen\Ise noted 
’ On War Carl von Clausewnz Edited and translated by Michael Hoaard and Peter Paret (Pnnceton Umverslty 
Press, 1984) p 119 
3 Ibld p 101 
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In Clat:sewitz’ construct, genius for war requires mastery of both the physical 

ard the moral realms. That genius has three attributes; courage, strength and coup 

d’cell. E&n of these attributes In turn has aspects that deal with each realm. Courage, 

for exadple, thus has two aspects, physical and moral, both absolutely required for 

genius. Physical courage IS exactly that, courage In the face of battle, death and 

destruction; overcoming physical fear to lead soldlers. Moral courage IS the courage to 

accept t;7e responslblllty for leadership. Clausewltz believed that physical courage was 

an attribute that, once attained, would last for a lIfetime. In contrast, due to its 

psycholc’glcal nature, courage to accept responslbllrty was susceptible to erosion and 

must be constantly renewed. The highest genius combined the two types of courage, 

enabling’ the leader to deal with both realms of war simultaneously.4 

The attribute of strength also has physical and moral aspects. The physical 

aspect IS “strength of will ” Strength of will enables the commander to continue the 

military operation despite the death, destruction and suffering that hrs decrslons cause 

Observlr/g the horrors his orders cause will wear down and break leaders who can not 

d-aw u$on strercth of will to carry them through to success In contrast, the moral 

aspect IS “sz-ength of character ” Strength of character IS that which enables the genius 

to keep his focus and decision-making ability during times of exceptional stress and 

viole?r e-notion Thus, strength of character consists not solely In having powerful 

feellrgs,, but In marntarnrng one’s balance In spite of them. ’ 
1 

Coup d’oetl IS probably the toughest of the atributes to comprehend Coup d’oetl 

IS the ability, in the midst of conflict, to see all the way through the problem presented 

ard arrive, with only a few moments of thought, at a solution that will lead to success. 

It IS the! “gestalt” approach to military operations, seeing the entire campaign or battle 

as a unified whole, comprehending all of the drffrcultres and yet understandrng how to 

chart a tourse to victory. To Clausewltz, war IS an endeavor where time and space are 

compressed, so the true genius IS able to accomplish this feat virtually instantly and 

without the benefit of staff processes and long study In modern terms, we call the 

’ Ibld 
j Ibid Paraphrase dra\+n from pp 104- 107 
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output bf coup d’oeil “commander’s vlslon.” Like courage and strength, coup d’oell has 

bGi; pi)‘js cal and mental aspects. The physical aspect of the vision IS to correctly see 

not onI4 the course of action to take In battle, campaign or strategic endeavor, but also 

how to overcome friction during execution The moral aspect IS more dlficult. There 

COLP c’pell requires that genius see all the possible variations, branches and sequels to 

the initial vision that arise due to uncertainty, chance and the fog of wars6 

The last requirement for Clausewltz’ genius for war IS the ability of the 

commander-in-chief (CINC) to be a statesman. This requirement IS derived from 

Clausewitz linkage of war and politics. In his theory, It IS impossible for the genius to 

truly comprehend what IS required If he does not understand what the nation IS 

attempting to accomplish and rf all military actlvltres are not directed toward that aim. 1 
However, while Clausewltz attributes of genius apply at every level of leadership from 

small U/MS through armies, he only requires that the CINC have this quality. In his 

mental construct large armies carry out the strategy of kings and parliaments, with 

subordinate mriltary leaders focusing on the execution of battles and engagements. 

Thus, It IS the responslblllty of the CINC alone to ensure the political-military llnkage.7 

Taken t’ogether courage, strength, coup d’oell and sLatecraft are required for military 

genius \n the phystcal and moral realms of Clausewltz’ theory. The next step rn deriving 

<he geilus for future war IS to develop how the nature of war IS changing from 

Clause&tz’ const-uct. 

The N&w-e OF Future War 

As we approach the 21St Century, there are three factors of change that seem to 

be altering the Wure of war. Those factors are first the expansion of lzattlespace, that 

area In which mllltary operations are conducted, into a multi-medium battlespace 

encompassing land, sea, air, space, electro-optical and psychological medium. The 

second factor IS the Impact of chaos and complexity theories on our understanding of 

how our world and In fact human endeavor operates. The third factor IS the impact of 

’ Ibid Coup d oell atmbute de% eloped by Clausewtz on pp 102- 103 
‘Ibld p 111 



the Information Age on military operations. However, Clausewitz’ descnption of the 

physical and moral realms of warfare remain valid. Additionally, his understanding of 

the spectrum of conflict IS carned forward and in fact expanded to include military force 

without war at the lower end of the spectrum and thermonuclear war at the upper end 

of the soectr-r?- 

The Expansion of Battlespace 

During the five thousand years of recorded history prior to the Twentieth Century 

war was’ conducted pnmanly either on land or at sea. The great decisive battles of 

history that determined the fate of nations were most often fought on land ( Hastings, 

Waterloc, and Gettysburg) or at sea (Nile, Spanish Armada, and Trafalgar) Only 

occastonally were battles conducted at the Juncture of these two medium. Such littoral 

battles usually took the form of amphibious invasions such as the Battle of Marathon in 

409 B.C.lor naval attacks such as the British and French attack on the Russian defenses 

of Sevastopol during the Crimean War in 1854. No capability existed to strike from land 

to se: unless in defense or if a foolish ship’s captain strayed too close to shore 

batteries’. Likewise, naval power only extended inland to the range of direct fire 

weapons, at the turn of the 20th Century about 5 miles Limitations in weapons and 

cechnoiogy restricted the ability of armies to attack navies and vice versa Thus, 

Barlespace, that area in which armed forces conduct operations, was basically limited 

to a srgle medium. 

However, since Clausewitz, but pnmanly In the Twentieth Century, there has 

been sgnificant expansion in not Just how, but more importantly, where warfare could 

be conducted. Early rn this century, the Wright Brothers opened up the third dimension 

to warfare and the wide range of art- operations in World War I solldifled that positron 

fo-ever. ,Early proponents hoped that the ability to travel over and attack any point on 

the globe would make air forces the dominant force In war. While airpower has not 

proven to be a war winner in and of Itself, the ability to control the skies and attack 

milrtary and strategic targets from above IS critical to any chance of success in almost all 

current conflicts. While warfare has always had a psychological component, in the 
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middle of this century Mao Tse Tung developed theories of psychologlcal warfare that 

e;7abled his forces to successfully defeat a seemingly much more capable foe. Mao’s 

theories were then successfully codified Into doctrine and put Into practice by the 

People’s Army of Vietnam with significant results In 1957, the Soviet Unron’s launch of 

tie =rs: satellite ensured that space would soon be a region of mllrtary operations and 

conflict. While thus far combat In space has been restrained, mllltary development rn a 

number of countries suggests that will not be the case rn future conflicts. There appears 

to be no altitude limit on warfare To complete the current expansion of battlespace, 

throughout the past century, what started out as simple line tapping of telegraph 

messages has developed into complex systems of attack and defense by electro- 

magnetic and other non-lethal means. Thus, In this century, warfare rn each of SIX 

disparate mediums has gradually exhibited an Increase In both operations and the 

application of combat power from one medium to another In short, warfare IS now 

conducted In an expanded baitiespace that encompasses air, sea, land, space, 

psychologlcal, ard electro-optical medium. 

The Impact of Information 

&ring the last decade, the notion of the Information Age and Information 

Wat-%re have come to the fore. The Introduction to the Information Age as the Third 

Wave of human development through the publlshrng of the Toffler’s War and Anti-War’, 

t7e Increased mrlltary use of lnformatron technologies, and the explosion of information 

snaring around the globe (whether In business or on the Internet) all served to signal a 

signlficart potential change to how and why we employ military force There are many 

who see information itself as a military objective, a center of gravity, or means of attack 

and defense. Others see Information as only an Input, with no lntnnslc value In and of 

itself, and the true Importance of any Information being attached to what IS done with 

that lnformatlon We can be sure that the debate will continue as the Information Age 

* War and Anti-War Alvm and Held1 Toffler (Boston Little Brown and Co, 1993), pp 8-1 I 



/ 7 

changes the way our world lives and competes and as nation-states and other actors 

adapt to that change. 

A’ more practical facet of the notion of an Information Age IS its impact on the 

conduct of mllltary operations Clearly the key to successful exploitation of multi- 
I 

nedrum actions will be weaving comblnatrons of activltles together Into a single, unlfled 

operation. Since Alexander fought the Persians with spears, archers, slingers, cavalry 

and swordsmen such Integration has remained a challenge for leaders. As battlespace 

has expanded and the menu of capabilitIes has grown, slgnlflcantly more effort has 

been required to master combined arms operahons. During the technological revolution 

of the Twentieth Century voice and analog communlcabons have been the primary 

means of planning, coordinating, and executing operatlcns of the various services and 

branches However, the last two decades have seen the growth of a new and more 

promising means of integration That means IS the combmahon of computer-based 

automation with digital transmission of data This “dlgltlzahon” facilitates the I 
manlpuiatron of vast amounts of Information for combat decision-making, weapons 

system j employment, operational planning, synchronrzahon of activities, logistical 

support,, and developing a clear picture of what IS happening. In other words, what the 

“chip” and global communications are doing for commerce and personal communication 

via t7e Interner, clglhzatlon will do for warfare -- vastly increase the scope, intensity, 

:enpo, and efficiency of operations In the 2% Century, dlgrtlzabon will replace voice 

co-nmuhlcatlons as the primary means of Integrating multi-medium operations 

Digitization IS so important to future operations, that many leading military nations are 

Invesanb major portions of meager defense budgets on acquiring digital capabIlItIes 

Even more slgnlficant are the efforts being made to develop the capability to negate an 

enemy’s digital information operations. Thus, Information will be the second key factor 

that shapes the nature of future war. 

Linearity and Non-Linearity; Complexity and Chaos 

This factor may be the toughest challenge of all, because there IS a tendency for 

Amencdns and most Westerners to regard mllltary activity from a linear, determlnlshc 
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approach. When we use the terms linear and non-linear, we are essentially talkrng on 

two levels. First, IS graphical linear&v, that IS forces lined up with a clear line between 

‘nendly and enemy (such as Desert Storm) vice a non-linear situation with no clear 

boundaries and forces Intermixed (such as Just Cause In Panama). That level of linearity 

IS net tfe sub:ec here. The armed forces of the United States have mastered this 

simple non-lmeanty. The second level IS mathematical Itneanty, where problems can be 

solved with a definite answer and lrttle uncertainty. That IS to say that the greater the 

application of force, the greater the affect However, during the last quarter of this 

century concepts such as mathematical non-linearity, chaos theory and complexity have 

begun to be associated with mrlltary affairs. This IS because the outcome of applying of 

mllltat-y force IS as much determined by concepts such as fog, friction, uncertainty and 

chance as It IS by how much combat power IS applied. Soldiers, sailors and airmen have 
/ 

always known about the uncertainties In war and the great captains have been able to 

not only overcome uncertainty, but to take advantage of rt. 

C-aos and complexity cause us to look at the physical and moral realms of war 

from a slightly expanded perspective. All systems, both human and natural exist In a 

complex, adaptive state. These systems, whether Individuals, armies or nations adapt 

themselves in a struggle to overcome the tendency towards chaos. Nowhere IS this 

more true than rn war or OOTW. The struggle In military operations becomes one of 

avoiding reversion to an equlllbnum state where the system IS Incapable of acting or 

falling to a chzotlc state where all control IS lost. In between equillbnum and chaos are 

the complex physical and moral realms where systems must remain to be viable and 

exls:. For example, the soldier frozen in fear IS In equilibrium, totally Ineffective. The 

unit that breaks and 

retreats falls Into chaos 

and also loses Its 

effectiveness. 

Equlllbrium 

l_----------~_ 

t 

exity / Chaos 
I --------------I 

S<III, Amer cans and the American military like the scientific metTod and linearity 

in war. ‘We are drawn to military theories that play to our strengths We avidly seek 

theories that tell us If we can overmatch our opponent In manufactunng the tools of 
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war, synchronize corntat power to mass overwhelming fire on an enemy or strike 

precisely the right target at the right time; we are sure to win. We base our doctnne on 

Jomini, Mahan and Mitchell vice Clausewitz, Corbett and Mao However, complexity and 

chaos force us to deal with both the linear and complex world. We are forced to accept 

that complex systems tend toward chaos and Increase, rather than decrease, friction in 

war. And, much as we are drawn to the promise of near perfect battlespace knowledge 

through information operations, we must understand that information itself breeds 

uncertar’nty, so that there will always be fog In war. As Clausewltz states, “we now know 

more, but this makes us more, not less uncertain ” The success with which we develop 

genius to dominate others at the edge of chaos IS the third key to the 21’ Century. 

dur brief development of the factors affecting the nature of future war illustrates 

how muc7 more complrcated 21% Century mrlltary operations will be than the simple 

construct of Clausewltz The new construct IS global vice theater, multi vice one- 

dlmenslonal, Joint vice single service, Informatron-overloaded vice rnformabon-scarce, 

non-linear vice linear, yet still a construct of danger, exertion, uncertainty and chance 

Expanded battlespace, equrllbnum, complex adaptive systems, chaos, and information 

operabors combine to place even greater demands on genius In war and military force 

without war What that genius will entail and how we can develop genius for future war 

In E-e Unitea States Armed Forces IS the topic for the remainder of :hrs paper 

The tr,.re value of Clausewrtz lies In the conclusion that, despite expanding 

batrlesplace, chaos, and Information, future genius will still require all the attributes of 

genius developed by Clausewltz. What will be significant, however, IS the scope of 

leader development required to produce genius In war and the breadth of knowledge 

and unclerstandrng required to gain coup d’oell and execute mllrtatv operations as an 

e!ement of national power. 

‘OnWar p 102 



Job!’ iind Coafition Genius 

All operations In the future, regardless of where they fall In the spectrum of 

con= ct,w 11 be Joint In nature as the expanding battlespace tends toward a single, 

integrttec battlespace. Therefore, expertise in the primary medium of service (Air 

Force, Army, Navy, Space, Information, and Psychological) will become the entry level 

skill of leaders. Inltral education and experience during the early years of service will 

focus on developing the technical skills and small unit leadership required for excellence 

at the tactical level Those same skills and leadership will yield the tactical building 

blocks required for fashioning Joint, coalition and Interagency campaigns and actions at 

the ope’ratlonal level But, there will no longer be found genius In single-medium 

leader$p. Early In the education and experience of officers they will branch out to 
I 

undersvnd operations In all the medrum. This means mid-grade education (Command 
1 

and Staff College-level) that IS entirely Joint and multi-service. It also means early 

assignment to Joint staffs to Imprint on the future genius a jornt approach to all 

employment of milrtary force This trend will continue to Include War College-level 

education and flag officer assignments, so that senior leaders will by nature think Joint 

rather than service and multi- rather than srngle-medium 

While Clzusewltz clearly understood that all military operaclons are only a 

component of the elements of national power, as we enter the 21* Cerltury the echelon 

where that fact becomes important has changed considerably. Clausewltz had the 

luxury of sayrrg only the CINC had to be a statesman. Now, however, the impact of the 

media and rapid, rnformabon -driven polrbcal decision-making IS that leaders at every 

echelon; must be statesmen Whereas in Clausewltz time only the actions of armies had 

polltrcal, results, In the 21ti Century the actions of squads, teams, single aircraft and 

single ships will have srgnlficant polrtrcal Impact. Thus, at a mmrmum, mid-grade officers 

must be Introduced to the workings of drplomacv. This means assignments working with 

governmental agencies (State Department, USAID, USIA, etc) to begin building an 

appreciation of statecraft, diplomacy and the Interaction of the mrlrtary with the other 
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elements of national power This can easily be accomplished within a theater of 

assignment. For example, two years of duty with the fleet In the Mediterranean followed 

by .a year at the Embassy in Cairo. As above, Integration of flag rank education and 

sevice into ar: Inter-Agency approach will be an absolute necessity. The result of the 

educatldn and experience outlined above will be to enable future genius to practice 

coup d’oell, to continue to see In a single glance the Joint, interagency and coalition 

posslblllhes of a situation, chart a course through the friction Involved In these vastly 

more complicated operations and then carry that vision through to success 

Con@& Genius 

Far more difficult however, will be coup d’oeil In mllltary operations In the world 

of equlllbnum, complexity and chaos. Whereas the former requires vision In Joint, 

lnterage;ncy ant coalrbon operations, the latter requires the ability to conceptualize that 

which IS’ far more Indeterminate, the posslblllbes and variations generated by the 
I 

corcept’:hat the only tbmg certain on the batifefield IS uncertatnty. In the complex 

worlc, :he challenge to our forces will be that of asymmetrical military operations. Given 

our dominance of land, sea, air and space, others will seek to challenge us where we 

are vulnerable In the electro-optical spectrum and In psychological operations. Note the 

success ‘of <l-e Peoples Army of Vietnam, whose clvll-mllltary operations defeated our 

--&on &spite the Lnlted States conventional force domination The embarrassment of 

Somalia and the continued struggle to contain Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) I / 
development by Iraq illustrate the future limits of linear, physical thinking The genius 

of the future will have to see and understand, In a single “gestalt” the niche capabllltres 

adversaries may have that enable them to employ asymmetrical operations; to see and 

understand what can not be seen - psychological, informational and media - aspects of 

military force employment; and see and understand when and where our own military IS 

vulnerable to the forces of equlllbnum and chaos. This genius can only be developed by 

t-aming future leaders throughout their careers to think “out of the box” so that 

becomes not the exception, but the rule. Tactical problems should be fought out using 

conventional operations, then reset and fought again using asymmetrical operations, 
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then reset and executed a third time using combinations of the two. This methodology 

should be applied across the entire spectrum of conflict, resulting in true genius who 

can master the complex and chaotic world of 21st Century military operations 

Besides an expanded coup d’oell, srgnlflcant strength of will and character will be 

required to persevere rn the fog and uncertainty of future information warfare and 

complex operations. The increased lethality and destruction of future Information-based 

war WI/I place great strains on the strength of will of our leaders, and may cause the 

people,and government to alter their will as they too are drawn Into the horror of war 

Witnes’s for example the impact of the Highway of Death, north of Kuwait City in the 

Gulf War Not only was the horror evident to the soldiers and leaders on the Immediate 

battlefield, video carried the images directly to the CINC and the President. Whereas 

Schwarzkopf was Immediately aware of the result of his orders, 50 years earlier 

Etsenl-ower would have been spared the sight of equivalent destruction for weeks or 

month-s And, while InformatIon technologies WIII streamline precision application of 

force, the result of the Information Age will likely be to cause more, rather than less, 

uncertainty at operabonal and strategic levels. So much information will be available 

2nd ceceptlon options so varied, that the future genius will be forced to make 

dec sors with far less certamty than Napoleon had in any of his battles. The Increased 

tempo bf operations, both mrlltanly and polltlcally will further increase the stress on 

senior leaders, thus further attacking their strength of character. Development of 

strength of wrll and character will be a significant challenge The generation of leaders 

entecing service today will develop as true products of the Information Age. So long as 

their development IS not constrained by older generation leaders and operational 

concepts, they will doubtless be perfectly at home rn the Information-dominated 

battlespace The use of simulations and educational programs can replicate much of the 

stress on senior leaders caused by the Increased tempo, uncertainty, civil-mllltary 

interactions and complexity of future warfare. What slmulatlons can not do, and really 
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only experience can provide, IS to prepare leaders to persevere through the horrors of 

conflict. 

CJltlmately, future genius for war will rest on the ablllty to maintain mrlltary and 

pokal coherence while forcing the enemy, or In the case of OOTW other actors, into 

equrllbnum or craos. Future American genius must focus not Just on what IS done to 

the opponent, but also on how to maintain coherence In our own mrlltary and its 

relationship to the pokal component. Versatile and resilient leadership will result in 

versatile and resilient forces and systems capable of adapting to change, adversity and 

complexrty and equally capable of dealing with uncertainty, chance, friction and fog 

Genius thus will start with an understanding of the nature of future war. From that 

understanding of the nature of war, education and experience can lead to development 

of the aktrlbutes of physical and moral courage, strength of will and character, coup 

d’oell and statecraft that will be absolutely essential for “A Genius for Future War.” 


